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Today is Christ the King Sunday, also known as The Reign of Christ Sunday!  It’s also the Sunday 
before Thanksgiving and the Gospel is a Good Friday reading—so possibly it’s a Sunday with 
identity issues!  One thing is for sure—Christ the King Sunday is not a feast day for lightweights.  
This is a heavy-duty holiday. 
 
Most of us were raised with “Christianity lite” or “Christianity for Dummies.”  I don’t know how 
many children’s sermons I’ve heard that all boil down to a take-home message of “be nice.”  
That’s a good sentiment, except when it’s completely inappropriate, but it’s not Christianity.  
And as we mature the next version is “think and do certain things and you will be a good person 
and God will bless you.”  If you believe that Jesus is God and you go to church and follow the 
rules and give money and do good works in your community, then God will be pleased and you 
will have success and happiness.  And that’s not bad, per se, it just isn’t really Christian faith, 
either. Its main values are success and achievement, aided by a Santa-Claus-like god. 
 
If you live long enough or are fortunate earlier, your life falls to pieces, and you have the 
opportunity to move into mature Christian faith.  This faith starts in darkness—when we are 
overwhelmed with grief, powerlessness, loneliness, even despair.  At that moment, we share in 
the experience of Jesus, nailed to the cross, unable to do or move or know anything but 
blackness.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
 
Faith grows not out of success and goodness but out of complete and total emptiness, when we 
give up, when we know for certain that we cannot do anything.  At that point, we can truly turn 
ourselves over to God.  And wait for God’s response.   
 
This is the point in an addict’s life where she realizes the first step of the Twelve Steps—that 
she has no control over her addiction, that it is destroying her life, and that only if she gives it 
over to her higher power does she have any hope of living.  This is the point when a husband, 
newly widowed after years of marriage, finally allows himself to sit with the enormity of the 
loss, to FEEL it and maybe even wonder if he will survive it.   
 
This was the point for me, not too long ago, after I went out to Colorado to take care of my dad 
and tried to reconfigure myself as not-a-priest.  I got a job working in a non-profit and then lost 
my job a year later.  I confidently applied for other positions, but was turned down over and 
over and over again.  Until one day I realized, “this is not working!  It’s about as effective as 
hitting my head against the wall.”  And then the realization was—this isn’t working but I have 
absolutely no idea what to do.  So I turned to God in my exhaustion and emptiness and said, 
“OK.  I’m paying attention.  Tell me or show me what to do.  I trust in you, not in myself.”   
 
That is how mature Christian faith starts.  It’s not a matter of calendar years—you can be 25 
and have mature faith or you can be 80 and still cling to Christianity for Dummies.  It’s a matter 



of experience, particularly of failure, grief, and suffering.  It starts with Jesus nailed to the cross 
and you right there with him. 
 
Because it is not a simple “do good and God will love you” quid pro quo kind of faith.  Not at all.  
News flash:  we can’t bribe God!  Christ the King is a celebration of mature faith. It’s a faith of 
mind-blowing contradictions.  It defies rationality.    Jesus, hanging powerless on the cross, had 
a sign over him “This is the King of the Jews.”  The sign mocked him, but was telling the truth.  
What kind of king is naked, bleeding, dying an excruciating death for challenging the political 
and religious powers of the day?  The one who is God’s show-and-tell, who reveals to us that 
God is shown and known most fully through darkness, weakness, and suffering.  The God who 
loves all, but has a preference for the poor, the grieving, the outcast, the despised. 
 
And there is a systemic meaning to Christ the King. It is not an ancient religious holiday. Rather, 
it was started in 1925 by Pope Pius XI as a protest, pointing to the reign of Christ over against 
the destructive powers of his day—secularism, communism and fascism.  Frank Senn wrote 
(Luteran Forum 2007), “Pope Pius intended to oppose the rule of Christ to the totalitarian 
claims of these ideologies.”  Against a contemporary back-drop of Putin and Chinese 
extremism, neo-fascism sprouting up, even here, and consumerism run amok, it’s a good time 
to reflect on these opposing worlds—the rule of Christ and the rule of contemporary powers.  
Where would Jesus side?  On the side of powerful world corporations and the richest and most 
powerful countries on earth or with the people, cultures, and nations being destroyed in their 
wake?  With the colonizers or with the colonized?  For us, members of the richest, most 
influential nation on earth, this is a hard question. 
 
Consider that right now the UN Climate Talks are wrapping up in Egypt.  In COP 27, as it is 
called, 636 delegates are fossil fuel industry lobbyists—the companies most responsible for 
climate change and least motivated to do anything about it.  And they have a voice at the table.  
Really?  Really!  And Coca-Cola, the world’s worst plastic polluter for the last 5 years, is a 
sponsor of the conference—plastic is made from, you guessed it! fossil fuels! AND the US and 
China are the world’s largest carbon emitters—have they pledged to massive steps to address 
climate change and to support the countries and peoples most impacted by global warming 
effects?  I’m not holding my breath.  What does Christ’s rule say about these powers?  What 
does his life and death indicate for us, who are part of these powerful systems? 
 
Once you give up the Gospel of goodness or the Gospel of prosperity, we can understand and 
rejoice in the real good news.  God doesn’t love us because we are good.  God loves us because 
God is good.  We don’t have to follow rules, to earn God’s favor.  We just have to follow God.  
And we can never earn God’s favor, because we already have it.  We just have to accept and 
live into the Christ-ness that is already in us.  God put it there!  Success and security are not the 
goals of faith; living in God and living a life steeped in love are.  Success and security usually get 
in the way of a life of love—they are poor substitutes for the real thing. 
 
Christ the King is the one who prays to God for his torturers and murderers and even his 
disciples:  “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  Christ the King is 
the one who allows himself to be killed, trusting completely in the love of God to bring life and 
love out of death.  Christ the King is the one who is resurrected, showing us that suffering is the 



way to know and experience God’s love and resurrection.  This is the Way.  This is mature 
Christian faith.  Full of ambiguities and grey areas and pain.  And more joy that any Christianity 
for Dummies could ever predict. 
 
As you gather with friends and family this Thanksgiving, I invite you to reflect on your life and 
your faith. not only your personal life, but the powers that are driving societies today.  What is 
our role, belonging to a powerful nation where Amazon and Shell Oil and Coke rule?  What is 
our observation of Thanksgiving, which is a celebration of colonization and the one brief 
moment of cooperation between different peoples, before White and Christian-aligned powers 
wiped out and annexed the land of so many indigenous tribes?  Where is Christ the King in 
these narratives?   What does the reign of Christ have to say to those of us who live  in  Empire, 
who have benefitted from it, but who are maybe seeing and understanding the dark history, 
the dire present, who yearn for it to change, who are willing to think and act differently to 
usher in a new reality?   
 
Can we hold onto a reign of Christ lens as we walk through Thanksgiving?  Can we hold onto the 
paradox of holiday with a suspect history and yet embrace the notion of God’s abundance, the 
sweetness of family and community, tapping into gratitude for what we have been given?  
Consider the good things in your life—did you earn them or are they gifts?  Where has God 
been present to you?  When you experienced difficulties, how did God show up?  If you are 
right now struggling with illness or finances or worry or grief, you probably aren’t feeling very 
thankful for those right now.  And we may feel powerless in the face of all the war, violence, 
climate change, and division in our world. But I invite you to see them as an opportunity to lean 
on God even more than you have in the past.  It’s not about trying to convince yourself that you 
are going to be fine and working even harder.  It’s about leaning into the darkness, allowing it 
to envelop you, allowing yourself to feel helpless.  Turning to God and placing the whole mess 
in her hands. “Take care of it, because I can’t.”   
 
Above all, let us give thanks for the promise and presence of God, who through Christ the King 
shows us the Way, the Truth, and the Life.  Let us pray.  Amen. 
 
 


